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Military Slave Rentals, the Construction of
Army l?ortifications,and the Navy Yard in
Pensacola, Florida, 1824-1863
by Thomas Hulse

I

n the first half of the nineteenth century, expansion of the abolitionist movement led to increasing pressure on the federal
government to substantiate military labor policies in regard to
the construction of defense installations and public works projects.
The manifestation of this pressure resulted in the passage of a law
in 1842 by Congress that required government agencies to account
for the use of slave labor. As a result, a "resolution of the House of
Representatives lStinstant" forced Navy Secretary A. P. Upshur to
respond to questioning on August 10, 1842. When asked "what
number of "colored" persons there were in the Navy," he replied,
"There are no slaves in the navy, except only in a few cases, in
which officers have been permitted to take their personal servants,
instead of employing them from the crews." He continued by
reminding the committee "there is a regulation of the Department
against employment of slaves in the general service," but then cited
another regulation, "that not more than one-twentieth part of the
crew of any vessel is allowed to consist of Negroes. It is believed
that the number is generally far within this proportion." Even
though the Navy was hesitant to account for the use of slaves, a subsequent investigation revealed that the Treasury Department's revenue-boat service, which was under the jurisdiction of the Navy
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Department, used slave crewmen.' When questioning was complete, the Navy only "reluctantly disassociated itself' from the leasing of slave labor.*
'5
Less than a week later, Secremrf of War,J. C. Spencer, responded to the same resolution concerning the number bf "colored persons in the Army. In a letter dated August 16, 1842, Spencer
claimed that "no blacks or colored persons were serving as soldiers;
but neither regulation nor usage excludes them as mechanics,
laborers, or servants, in any of the branches of service where such a
force is required." The Army accounted for 68'7 slaves who were
employed in the various departments of the army as coopers, carpenters, blacksmiths, boatmen, and common laborers; the majority
were located in Florida. The Chief of the Corps of Topographical
Engineers, Colonel J. J. Abert, defended the practice and stated
that "we do not hesitate to employ them [slaves and free negroes]
on any appropriate duty, when they [planters] offer to hire." The
Army Quartermaster General ThomasJessup (known as the Father
of the modern Quartermaster Corps because of his impact and
forty two years of service), said "I am not aware of any regulation
forbidding the employment of persons of color in such labor as
they are capable of performing. In the unhealthy climates of the
South they are preferable to white men as laborers, deck hands,
and cooks, and a regulation prohibiting their employment would
be injurious to the ~ervice."~
The language in Spencer's letter and
the current labor practices used by the service left the door open
for the continued government use of slaves. Use of slave labor by
the military at a time when the national debate on slavery was
focused on sectional compromise and limited expansion in the
western territories raises a number of questions. However, the military labor practice remained unchanged and a system of slave usage
remained the norm until the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863.
The historiography of slavery has largely focused on the association of the "peculiar institution" to the labor intensive planta(1..

1.
2.
3.

Letter from the Secretary of the Navy (A. P. Upshur) , "ColoredPersons in the
Navy of the U. S.," 27 Congress, 2 Session, House Document 282 (10 August
1842).
Robert S. Starobin, Industrial Slavery in the Old South, (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1970), 32.
Letter from the Secretary of War (J.C. Spencer), "Colored Persons in the
Army," 27 Congress, 2 Session, House Document 286, (16 August 1842).
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tion economy in the South. Slavery existed in many forms and in
many different geographic regions of the country and continued
to expand because the practice of using slave labor was profitable
and Southernerswere, in all respects, "agricultural capitalists." The
practice of "slave rentals" was first explained by historian Ulrich B.
Phillips, in American Negro Slavery: A Survey of the SuppLy, Employment,
and Control of Negro Labor as Determined by the Plantation Regime. He
argued that the slave-based plantation economies along the eastern seaboard experienced problems when the tobacco and cotton
economies in the eastern seaboard states became less profitable
and began to migrate south and westward towards Texas in search
of new lands. The remaining plantation owners, motivated by profits engaged in the practice of "renting out" or "hiring" slaves to the
military, a practice historians interpreted as a stop-gap measure in
the cycle of the plantation economy. Slave hiring to the military
provided proof that there were natural limits to the institution of
slavery. In this view the geographic limits to cotton production
forced the practice of slave "rentals" and reflected the decline of
the slave institution as the traditional base of the plantation economy eroded. This interpretation of the military's labor practice of
slave rentals became the norm and still has credibility among many
historians.*
Slave hiring has attracted less scholastic analysis than other
aspects of slavery, and the topic is usually included as a section of
a book on the general topic of slaveholding. For the purpose of
this article, the works deemed important on slave rentals will be
connected to three main themes that form the core of this study's
argument: the control and exploitation of labor, the unique attributes, characteristics, and profile associated with the practice of
"slave rentals," and the use of hired slaves to enhance profits and
encourage development in local economies.
Donald R. Wright, AJFncanAmericans in the Early Republic, 1 7891831 (1993), detailed the patterns of slave employment derived
from the development of regional slave systems in the agricultural
setting during the formative years of the American republic.
Wright provided a foundation for an understanding of military
4. Ulrich B. Phillips, American Negro Slavery: A Suruey of the Supply, Employment,
and Control of Negro Labor as Determined by the Plantation Regime, (New York: D.
Appleton and Company, 1918). See also Larry Eugene Rivers, Slavery in
Florida: T&torial Days to Emancipation, (Gainesville, FL: University Press of
Florida, 2009).
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"slave rentals" by connecting the practice of slave hiring to the
efforts surrounding the control and exploitation of labor, as well
as the necessity of keeping slaves employed full time. He articulated a rationale for the industrial form of slavery through his
analysis of the profitability associated with the "peculiar instituti~n."~
Like other late twentieth century historians, Wright drew on the
work of Kenneth M. Stampp. In his seminal work, The Peculiar
~nstitution,~
Stampp documented the reasons for slavery's existence,
the differences within regional slave systems, the relationship
between slaves and masters, the conflicts among slaves of different
status, and the meaning of slavery to the society that developed in
post-revolutionary America. Stampp stated that the views of slavery
as a way to regulate race relations, as a "paternalistic" invention, and
as "content" or "happy" people in the state of slavery, were incorrect.
He detailed the daily life of slaves, their resistance to bondage,
their work performance, and their personal relationships and concluded that the institution of slavery was a practical system designed
to exploit and control labor in the pursuit of profits. Stampp did
not address the topic of slave rentals, but in his documentation of
the social evolution of slavery, he provided a basis for understanding the military practice of slave rentals
Larry Eugene Rivers in Slavery in Flmida, provided the most
recent and comprehensive study of the Middle Florida plantation
frontier. His synthesis integrates old and new sources in an effort
to document slave life in the traditional agricultural setting of the
cotton growing economy. Rivers noted two important factors that
are vital to this argument on "slave rentals." First, he made a definitive distinction between East and West Florida and Middle Florida
both in population mix and geography. The Spanish tradition left
behind in East and West Florida is reflected in the ethnic diversity
of its inhabitants, which will become an important part of the discussion on "slave rentals" because it reflects the shifting political
cultures in Pensacola in 1821. Secondly, he noted with meticulous
research of the primary sources, the essence of the slave system
5.

6.

'7.

Donald R. Wright, Afican Americans in the Early Republic, 1789-1831, (New
York: State University of New York, Harlan Davidson Inc., 1993).
Kenneth M. Stampp, The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Antebellum South,
(New York: Alfred A. Knoft, 19'75).
Rivers, Slavery in f i d a .
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that developed around the plantation regime and the way in which
the developing slave culture engulfed and permeated all aspects of
Florida society, including the industrial sector of the economy.
The most important full length work on "slave rentals" was
Robert S. Starobin's, Industrial Slavery in the Old South, in which he
concluded that industry and government agencies used a large
quantity of slave labor that ultimately contributed to the growth of
the slave institution in the Southern states. While Starobin noted
the efforts to control and exploit the Southern labor force, he also
emphasized a higher return on slaves than was possible in the
industrial sector. Starobin's evidence indicated that eighty percent
of industrial slaves were directly owned by the manufacturing and
industrial enterprises and twenty percent were "hired" for specific
time periods. The industrial sector accounted for approximately
five percent of slaves in the1850s. Starobin's research raised many
important questions as to the significance and importance of the
military practice of "slave rentals," work he left to future scholars.
Ernest F. Dibble, Antebellum Pensacola and the Military Presence,
continued the research on "slave rentals" with a focus on the military in Pensacola after the exchange of flags in 1821. He argued
that the practice of slave hiring was extensive and significant, and
connected the importance of the practice to the expansion of slavery and the economy in Pensacola. His interpretation refuted the
traditionally accepted explanation presented by Phillips in 1918
that slaves were "hired during the breaks in the harvest season. In
his view slave "rentals" represented a viable practice that encouraged a system of slave usage by the military in remote Southern sections of the c ~ u n t r y . ~
Alfred H. Conrad and John R. Myer first demonstrated the
profitability of slavery in a seminal article published in the Journal
of Political Economy. Thereafter the debate over slavery and profitability shifted to new questions about slave productivity and plantation efficiency. In 1974 Robert W. Fogel and Stanley L.
Engerman published a two-volume work on slave production that
utilized new methods of computer-driven data analysis to study
profitability and efficiency. Their book, Time on the Cross created a
firestorm. Critics challenged the work on several points both in
8.

9.

Starobin, Industrial Slavery in the Old South, 19.
Ernest F. Dibble, Antebellum Pensacola and the Militaq Presence, (Pensacola:
Mays Printing, 19'74).
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terms of history and methodology. One scholar quickly produced
a book-length critique questioning a history by numbers.
Nevertheless, as Peter Wood noted, Fogel and Engerman prepared
the way for comparative labor studies that analyzed plantations as
"experiments in mass production."10
The sequel by Robert William Fogel, Without Consent or
Contract: The Rise and Fall of American Slavery, is an updated attempt
to address the plethora of criticisms directed to "Time on the
Cross" with an inferred attempt to note the moral wrongs of the
institution. Once again, the work provides a quantitative model
that demonstrates the profitability and efficiency of Southern agriculture based on slavery. The profitability of slavery in Southern
society explained the process of growth that subsequently
occurred in the industrial sector of the Southern economy.11
In 1978, Gavin Wright, The Political Economy of the Cotton South,
refuted Fogel and Engerman with an argument that concluded
that the key to the profitability of Southern agriculture was the
extremely high demand for cotton and the successful way the
South met those demands. He challenged the census figures used
by Engerman and Fogel to underscore the efficiency of slavery,
especially those of 1860, claiming that they reflect the unusually
high demand for cotton and the period of peak cotton production. Wright concluded that cotton and slavery were culturally tied
together and embedded in Southern society, which resulted in the
permeation of the institution into the industrial sector of the
Southern economy.l2
Finally, Peter J. Parish, in Slavery: History and Historians (1989),
argued that although slavery was profitable for most owners the
key to profitability depended on the South's ability to meet the
demand for cotton, something the region was able to do until
1860. The efficiency of slavery was based on the management of
10. Alfred H. Conrad and John R. Myer, "The Economics of Slavery in the Ante
Bellum South,"Journal ofPoliticalEconomy, vol. 66, no. 2 (April 1958):95-130;
Robert William Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman, Time on the Cross: The
Economics of American Negro Slavery, (Boston: University Press of America,
1974); Herbert G. Gutman, S h v q and the Numbers Game: A Critique of Time on
the Cross (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1975); Peter H. Wood, American
Historical Rariew, vol. 80, no. 5 (Dec. 1975): 1394.
11. Robert William Fogel, Without Consent or Contract: The Rise and Fall of American
Slavery, (New York: W. W. Norton and Company Inc., 1989).
12. Gavin Wright, The PoliticalEconomy of the Cotton South: Householls, Markets, and
Wealth in the Nineteenth Century, (New York: Norton and Co., 1978).
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the labor force and how much of the human resources could be
allocated by the owner to the cash crop being cultivated, and was
not the product of an equation that measured the output between
Northern and Southern agriculture. Lastly, and perhaps more
important for this study, Parish concluded that the business of slavery was affected by other enterprises because slavery was so central
to Southern society.13
Two regional works that are particularly important to the continuation of the discussion on "slave rentals" are William Blair's,
VirgzniaS Private War, Feeding Body and Soul in the Confederacy, and
Clarence L. Mohr's, On the Threshold of Freedom, Masters and Slaves in
Civil War Georgia. Blair and Mohr expose the institution of slavery
under the duress of war to find a society rooted in a labor system
that had spread into all sectors of Southern life. In Virginia and
Georgia, slaves were employed not only in the agricultural sector of
the economy, but large numbers of skilled slaves worked in the
manufacturing industries, textile mills, mining, and ironworks.
Unskilled slave labor was evident in transportation, hospitals, repair
work, and railroad construction as well as local and state government agencies. These two works provide a wealth of background
information on life in Virginia and Georgia, two states that were
involved in the early evolution of the military practice of "slave
rentals" (Fort Monroe, Virginia, and Augusta Arsenal, Georgia)
that resulted from the successful exploitation and employment of
the traditionally accepted Southern labor institution as part of the
business of slavery.14 The traditionally accepted explanation of
"slave rentals" will be challenged and the historiography of "slave
rentals" expanded with this study of Pensacola, Florida after 1821.
Pensacola offers historians a unique opportunity to study slave
leasing in an area that possessed few natural resources,15 and was
13. Peter J. Parish, Slavery: Histmy and Historians, (New York: Harper and Row
Publishers, 1989), 49-50.
14. William Blair, Virginia's Private War, Feeding Body and Soul in the Confederacy,
(London: Oxford University Press, 1998) and Clarence L. Mohr, On the
Threshold of Freedom, Masters and Slaves in Civil War Gewgia, (Athens: University
of Georgia Press, 1986).
15. Letter from Samuel Keepe to Lt. Cunningham, 3 November 1826,
Commandant's Letters, this letter provides an excellent picture of the Escambia
Bay area of Pensacola in the 1820s and describes the stone quarries, local
stone, clay, pines, and other natural resources that could be of potential use
to the Navy in the creation and expansion of industries that would support
the construction of the Navy Yard.
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not identified with a plantation system, a large-scale military presence, or a significant extractive or industrial economy. The evidence shows that the practice of "hiring-out," "renting," or the
"leasing" of slave labor by the military contributed to the creation
of a very significant military-industrial complex in Pensacola,
which was reflected in the large-scale expansion of the local economy and the completion of construction projects associated with
the Third Defense System. The changing cultural landscape of
Pensacola provided a very conducive atmosphere for the military
to expand its slave rental practices and resulted in the transforrnation of the frontier port from a state of economic decay to a period of "new" prosperity in Pensacola in the 1830s.16
After the War of 1812, the United States examined its national security in view of continued threats from ,Great Britain and
Spain. A strategy born of that effort was designated the Third
Defense System: a massive construction program of fortifications
along the Gulf Coast from New Orleans to the Dry Tortugas. This
plan marked the emergence of a "military slave system" characterized by indirect ownership in which planters retained legal possession of their bondsmen, while local military authorities utilized
their labor for a fee that was paid to the owners. The use of a slave
system in the construction of coastal forts developed in response to
the lack of manufactured products, materials, and labor in the
areas selected for these installations, which were primarily in
remote and lightly populated southern sections of the country.
Congressional appropriations served as the economic foundation
upon which the military's labor practices inspired small slave owners and people who never previously owned slaves to purchase
large numbers of slaves for no other reason than to lease them to
the military. The army and navy systematically employed slave
labor to expand local industries essential for the completion of
military installations and public works projects.
The practice of "leasing" slave labor from surrounding plantations traditionally served as a stopgap measure by slave owners to
ensure profitability and full employment of their bondsmen's time
throughout the agricultural cycle. Extensive documentation confirms this practice and dates from the American Revolution when
the military used slaves from surrounding plantations to build Fort

16. Dibble, Antebellum Pensacola and the Military Presence.
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Moultrie and buildings near Charleston, S. C., as well as at other
sites in ~eorgia." Slave labor built the fortifications around New
Orleans for Andrew Jackson's famous defense of the city in the
War of 1812. Furthermore, slaves were "hired" by the federal government from plantations in 1817 to complete structures in New
Orleans, Charleston S. C., and Fort Hawkins, Georgia.18
The military's labor practices began to change in the first half
of the nineteenth century especially after experiencing severe
labor shortages in remote, frontier regions of the country. The
sources used in this study suggest that the relationship between
the "peculiar institution" and the government was further developed with "the widespread use of industrial slaves by state and federal agencies that suggests not only the centrality of industrial
slavery to the southern economy, but also the extent of southern
control of the national political ~tructure."'~
Slaves worked as
stone-quarriers, common laborers, construction workers, dredgeboat operators, military installation workers, and government
mail boat laborers. A visitor to the South reflected upon the use
of slave labor in John McDonogh's New Orleans brick works and
concluded "slaves are trained to every kind of manual labor. The
blacksmith, cabinet-maker, carpenter, builder, wheel-right-all
have one or more slaves laboring at their trades. The negro [sic]
is a third arm to every working man, who can possibly save money
to purchase one."
The appearance and successful use of a military slave system
completed the transition from a labor practice that sporadically
used slaves from surrounding plantations to a slave system that was
composed of bondsmen who were independent of the plantation
regime, a transformation that largely solved the labor demands of
the Third Defense System construction program. The economics of
the leasing agreements, the basic components of the military slave
system, induced slave ownership because of better than average
returns on investment compared to the prevailing returns in the in
-

17. Laura Eliza Wilkes, "Missing Pages in American History, Revealing the
Services of Negroes in the Early Wars of the United States of America, 16411819,"in The Negro Soldier: A Sekct Compilation, (New York: H. Dayton, 1861),
52-53, 57-58.
18. "The Expenses of the Ordnance Department...," 1'7 Congress, 2 Session,
House Executive Document 111 (6January 1823).
19. Starobin, Industrial Slavery in the Old South, 12.
20. J. H. Ingraham, The South-West, (NewYork: Harper and Brothers, 1835), 249.
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the agricultural sector of the Southern economy.21Lastly, the use of
a slave system provided the military with an efficient, mobile, and
competent labor force under the supervision of white overseers.
The characteristics of the slave system employed by the military
along the Gulf Coast can be found in other areas of the country as
well. The Augusta Arsenal "hired slaves in 1825, 1830, and 1831.22
Fort Monroe, Virginia, "employed a labor force of over one hundred slaves, some of whom were also sent to work at the Augusta
Arsenal in 1 ~ 3 9Additionally,
.~~
slave labor was used at Mobile Point
in Alabama to build Fort Morgan between 1818 and 1834.24In
Pensacola, the Navy systematically used slave labor in the spasmodic
construction of the Navy Yard and the Army Corps of Engineers successfully employed the military slave system in the construction of
army fortifications (Forts Pickens, McRee, and Barrancas in
Pensacola from 1829-184'7)~~
and other public works projects.
The identifying characteristics of the military slave system were
similar in all of the locations in which the system was used along
the Gulf Coast. The government "leased" slaves through verbal
"gentleman's agreements" with private contractors who owned a
large force of skilled slaves. Such agreements or "leases" were for
specific periods of time (sometimes for years) and compensation.
Under these agreements, the military "hired" local unskilled slave
labor that was supervised by the white contractor. With these
agreements in place, the "lease" ensured the rights of the military
21. Fogel and Engerman, Time on the Cross and Fogel, Without Consent m Contract.
These two works provide evidence on the control, exploitation, and profitability of labor, which are three important parts of the thesis argument of this article. Gavin Wright, The Political Economy of the Cotton South, 1-15.
22. Record Group 156, Records of the Office of Chief of Ordnance, Augusta,
Georgia Arsenal, Abstracts of Disbursements, 1839-1840, Old Army Section,
National Archives Southeast Region, Atlanta, Georgia.
23. Record Group '7'7, Records of the Office of Chief of Engineers, Check-Roll of
Laborers on Fortress Monroe (Virginia), 1821-1824, Old Army Section,
Federal Records Center, Suitland, Maryland and letter from Capt. E. Harding
to Col. H. Stanton [Quartermaster General], February 1, 1839, Augusta
Arsenal, in Record Group 92, Records of the Quartermaster General,
Consolidated Correspondence File, "Slaves," Old Army Section, National
Archives, Washington D.C.
24. Record Group '77, Records of the Office of Engineers, Fort Morgan, Mobile,
Alabama, Account Book, 1819-1834, Federal Records Center, Atlanta,
Georgia.
25. Record Group '7'7, letters written by Captain William H. Chase, 1829-36, one
bound mispaginated volume, Corps of Engineers Papers, Old Army Section,
National Archives, Washington, D. C. (Copies in author's possession).
Hereafter referred to as the Chase Letters.
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as well as the slave owners and provided the military with a large,
skilled, mobile labor force and the slave owner with a profitable
venture. The expenses of food, clothing, shelter, and medical care
remained the contractor's responsibility, a provision that made the
arrangement profitable for the government. The military assumed
responsibility for the purchase and delivery of materials used by
the contractor, although the contractor took all risks in regard to
the labor force and security of the materials.
An Act of Congress provided for the establishment of a temporary government in East and West Florida on March 3, 1821. On
March 10, 1821, PresidentJames Monroe ordered General Andrew
Jackson to accept the Floridas from Spain and to serve as interim
governor of East and West Florida until a provisional government
could be organized. On July 17, the formal exchange of flags took
place and Jackson accepted Florida from Spain; he then created the
city government of Pensacola on July 18, 1821. According to the
Spanish census of 1820, the population grew from 695 people to
approximately 4,000 people in the summer of 1820, one year prior
to the American takeover of the temtory. On October 7, 1821,
Jackson returned to Tennessee, leaving George Walton as the acting
governor. Jackson's departure and the transformation of government produced a migration of people who followed the general or
the Spanish out of Pensacola. The remaining residents composed of
those who were the extremely poor did not have any options for
departure. Together, the political decision regarding the establishment of the Temtorial capital far from Pensacola in Tallahassee,
adverse natural phenomena, and the absence of an strong economic foundation reduced the city census to fewer than 715 people.26
The cultural atmosphere of Pensacola in the 1820s was greatly
affected by outbreaks of disease and other natural phenomena
that were regular visitors to the town. An 1818 frost in what
remains one of the coldest springs on record adversely affected the
town and region. A second heavy frost, which was described by
Rachel Jackson, killed the infant fruit industry in 1822.~'
26. Herbert J. Dougherty, "Ante-bellum Pensacola: 1821-1860,"Florida Historical
Quarterly, Vol. XXXVII, Nos. 3 and 4, (January-April1959), 342-343. Dougherty
describes the population depletion between the years 1821-1825.
27. Letter, Mrs.Jackson to Mrs. Eliza Kingsley, "Pensacola,23rdJuly, 1821, written
on Andrew Jackson's third visit to Pensacola. Rachel Jackson describes an
abundance of peach and orange trees, figs, grapes, and pomegranates, which
was the beginning of an infant fruit industry.
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Destructive summer storms reconfigured the coastline as sand bars
drifted in the currents. The dreaded yellow fever appeared in 1822
and halted the activities of the Pensacola Council which was
engaged in the process of deciding land ownership criteria from
previous Spanish grants following the transfer of power to the
American government. In an effort to escape, the Council moved
to a ranch fifteen miles from Pensacola where meetings were held
until adjournment September 18, 1822. The move was unsuccessful as Council member James Bronaugh contracted yellow fever
and died September 2nd; the Clerk of the Council Joseph
Coppinger died shortly thereafter.28In all, two hundred sixty four
deaths were reported in Pensacola in 1822, a significant portion of
the population.
Yellow fever appeared in waves that traveled across the continent during the summer months. The cause was unknown because
medical doctors of the time were not focused on the mosquito as
the carrier of the disease. Subsequent epidemics of yellow fever in
Pensacola occurred in 1825 and 1827 (65 cases), 1828 (50-60
cases), 1831 (15 cases), 1834 (33 in Pensacola and 78 at the Navy
Yard), 1839 (146 cases), and 1841 (156 cases).29
In 1827,John Lee Williams, a commissioner charged with the
task of surveying West Florida, reported that the economic infrastructure of the town consisted of a number of public buildings
that were dilapidated as well as "a court-house, church, markethouse, custom-house, and a public store." Williams described
the ethnic diversity of the people of Pensacola, concluding that
"The manners and customs of the Floridians are as different as
their origins. The country having, at different periods, been conquered by the English, French, and Spaniards, the inhabitants of
these countries were much intermixed in complexion, language,
and manners."31
The degree of ethnic diversity in Pensacola in 1821 was evidenced by the existence of a significant class of "people of color"
28. Herbert J. Dougherty, "Andrew Jackson's Cronies in Florida Territorial
Politics,"l??urida Historical Quarterly, 34, no. 2, (October 1955), 142-158.
29. William M. Straight, "The Yellow Jacket," Journal of the Horida Medical
Association, (August, 19'71), 43-45 and Keepe Family Papers 1810 1 940, this collection provides additional information on yellow fever in Pensacola, confirmation of the fears and perceptions residents possessed of the disease, and
the number of recorded cases.
30. John Lee Williams, View of West Horida, (Philadelphia, 1827), 7682.
31. Ibid, 77-78.
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of predominantly Spanish blood who lived in the frontier town.
They were a respected property owning class, all mulattos of
Spanish, French, or African heritage, born on the Gulf Coast,
Spanish or French in culture, and devoutly Roman Catholic in
faith. During colonial times they served in the militia, and enjoyed
educational opportunities as well as property and inheritance
rights equivalent to the whites of Pensacola. They lived in integrated neighborhoods, voted, and pursued many of the same economic interests as their white counterparts. Under Spanish rule, slavery
was a limited institution. In a few unusual cases individuals were
both slave and property owners, worked as artisans, and enjoyed a
comfortable economic and social status.
The mixed blood population soon experienced the effects of
Spanish departure with the arrival of an American political culture
in which racism and declining rights of citizenry became embedded
in Pensacola. The dramatic shift in political cultures after 1821
resulted in an attempt by this population of mixed blood Spanish
residents to highlight their distinctive attributes in an effort to distinguish themselves from free blacks and label themselves Creole
C ~ l o r e dThe
. ~ ~shift in political cultures resulted in the practice of a
racial ideology that included increasingly restrictive legislation
towards "people of color," and included slavery as a culturally
accepted labor institution that the government was willing to use in
efforts to address national defense concerns. The Creole Colored
feared a future of enslavement. Their fears were well founded. After
the passage of increasingly restrictive laws that began after the arrival
of the American military in 1821, the Creole Colored decided to
leave Pensacola in 1857 for homes in Mexico and the Caribbean.33
The experiences of the Creole Colored and free black population
exemplified the importance of the American military's labor prac32. Diane Lee Shelley, "The Effects of Increasing Racism on the Creole Colored
in Three Gulf Coast Cities Between 1808 and 1860," (Unpublished Master's
Thesis, University of West Florida). Shelley reflects usage of the term "Creole
Colored" as an attempt by the mixed blood Spanish population of Pensacola
to label themselves in efforts to distinguish themselves from people of pure
African descent, all done in fear of slavery.
33. Ruth B. Barr and Modeste Harges, "The Voluntary Exile of Free Negroes of
Pensacola," I7iwic-k Historical @arterZy, 1'7 no.1, (July, 1938), 1, Donald H.
Bagnaw, "Loss of Identity on Pensacola's Past: A Creole Footnote," I7iwic-k
Historical Quarterb, Vol. 50, No. 4, (April, 1972), 414418, and Jane Landers
,"Free and Slave" 16'7-183 and William S. Coker and Susan R. Parker, "The
Second Spanish Period in the Two Floridas," 150-167, essays in Michael Gannon
ed., The N m History ofI7iwida, (Gainesville,FL: University Press of Florida, 2009).
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tices (slave "rentals"),which was the single most important influence
affecting the expansion of slavery as the backbone of economic
development that led to the "new" prosperity of the 1 8 3 0 ~ . ~ ~
After the exchange of flags in 1821, a vigorous and comprehensive examination of the nation's defense posture was conducted to
address the concerns that were raised after the War of 1812. As a
result of the findings, the military began to place a great deal of
emphasis on the Gulf of Mexico. In an effort to secure a location
for a Navy Yard along the Gulf Coast, Secretary Upshur noted that
"the commerce of the Gulf of Mexico is much more valuable than
that of any portion of our country of equal extent, a navy yard, by
which the necessary means of protecting that commerce, may be
supplied, is proportionally more important than a navy yard at any
other place." 35 Congress authorized the building of a navy yard in
1824, and Secretary Upshur ordered a board composed of Captains
Bainbridge, Lewis Warrington, and James Biddle to evaluate the
Pensacola area for the yard; in November 1825, the city was chosen
as the center of Gulf Coast defenses along the Gulf of Mexico and
was designated as the main repair and supply center for the West
Indies Squadron. Captain Lewis Warrington, who had distinguished himself in the Great Lakes Naval conflicts of the War of
1812,was named Commodore of the West Indies Squadron and the
first Commandant of the newly designated Navy Yard. This marked
the beginning of a very long relationship between the government
and the industrial complex that has continued to grow and S e c t
the economy of the port town to this day.
Warrington arrived off the coast of Pensacola on April 27,1826.
He lived aboard the USS Constellationwhile he searched for scarce
materials and labor to use in the planned construction of eleven
buildings. He relied on the local stone for some construction, but
even though he noted the plentiful pines of the Pensacola Bay area,
he had lumber shipped in from Boston for the buildings that were
in various stages of completion. The practice continued until
1829.36Warrington observed the superior quality of the area clay
34. Landers, 167-183, and Ernest F. Dibble, Antebellum Pensacola and the Military
Presence, 1-16.
35. United States Secretary of the Navy, "Report...establishinga navy-yard...upon the
Gulf of Mexico,"27thCongress, 2ndSession, Senate Executive Document No. 98,2.
36. Letter from Woolsey to Bainbridge, 6 April 1829, Record Group 45, Board of
Navy Commissioners, Letters received from Commandants, Pensacola, 18261842, (17 Volumes),Naval Records Collection of the Office of Naval Records
and Library, National Archives, (hereafter called Commandant's Letters).
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and speculated on the possibility of expanding the small brick-making industry. In the end, the Navy chose to build with stone and
three contracts were made with local suppliers in early November
1826, although the first stone deliveries did not occur until January
9, 1827 under yet another contract on material^.^'
As a result of the shortage of both skilled and unskilled labor in
Pensacola, the Navy obtained labor from outside the immediate area.
Warrington inquired into the availability of skilled labor in other
Navy Yard towns located all along the Gulf coast and Atlantic
seaboard, including Mobile, and Tallahassee. He described the situation to his superiors in correspondence to Washington stating
"Neither labourers nor mechanics are obtained here...A gentleman
at Tallahassee (the capital of Florida) has seventy or eighty negroes
[sic] which he wishes to hire out and would prefer to hire them to
the government." Wamngton believed that slaves were the answer to
the labor problem "as they suit this climate better, are less liable to
change, more temperate, and actually do more work."38 Warrington
began "renting" slaves for all unskilled labor in 1826 and this served
as the example that all other Commandants would follow until the
Civil War. Washington addressed the need for skilled labor through
importation of specialized workers from Northern locations, creating
both a transient and, to some degree, an unstable labor force.
After only six months (October 1826),Warrington left Pensacola
to become President of the Navy Board of Commissioners and
Lieutenant W. L. Cunningham was named the Acting Commandant
of the Navy Yard; he decided to expand the labor practices used by
Wamngton. In 1826, a search for potential resources for construction began with a personnel appointment by Cunningham. He made
Samuel Keepe the Building Superintendent and sent him on a factfinding trip in the area around Escambia Bay with orders to report
back on the land and natural resources that could be used by the
Navy in the construction process and the possible expansion and creation of industries that would support the Navy's building program.39
37. Letter Cunningham to Bainbridge, 10 June 1827. This letter details the first
contracts given by the Navy. The specific names of the contractors were not
provided in the letter.
38. Warrington to the President of the Board of Commissioners of the Navy, 26
April 1826,27 April 1826, Commandant's Letter.
39. Letter Samuel Keepe to W. L. Cunningham, 3 November 1826, Commandant's
Letters. This letter details the local stone quality and location of stone quarries
for building purposes.
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Cunningham not only solved the unskilled labor problems by
"renting" local unskilled slave labor, but solved the skilled labor
problems by importing "rented" or "leased" slaves from other
areas. They were put under the supervision of a white overseer.
After Keepe completed his exploratory trip around Escambia Bay,
Cunningham proceeded to "hire a few negro labourers and put
them under the inspection of Mr. Keepe with three or four of his
best masons to instruct and superintend them."40 The Pensacola
projects now had assistants for masons, joiners, bricklayers, stone
quarries, and other skilled craftsmen.
With a solution to the labor problems "a work in progress," the
Navy proceeded to expand the local economy in a direction that
resulted in a sharp focus on the supply needs of the Navy Yard. A
small lumber industry was created and Cunningham subsequently
explained to his superiors in Washington, D. C., that building
delays had occurred because "of the slowness of the contractors in
furnishing lumber, who state that the breaking in of their mill
dams has occasioned the delay, but they will be in complete operation in a few days."41The Navy's use of the plentiful pines around
Pensacola Bay supplemented the shipments from Mobile and the
Boston until 1829 when the creation of the lumber industry was
directly tied to the construction needs of the Navy. In addition, the
availability of local stone, as described by Samuel Keepe on his
exploration of the area in 1826, resulted in a number of new stone
companies that furnished the stone for the wharfs at the Navy
Yard. Suppliers of foodstuffs also began to appear in the area.
The use of a slave system by the Army Corps of Engineers,
characterized by skilled labor from outside the area placed under
the supervision of a private contractor, was already an effective
practice employed by Lieutenant Ogden of the Army Corps of
Engineers at Mobile Point in Alabama for the construction on Ft.
Morgan. Captain M. T. Woolsey was appointed the second commandant of the Navy Yard in 1827 and reported in a letter to the
40. Cunningham, Acting Commandant, to Commissioners of the Navy, 8
November 1826, Commandant's Letters and Keepe Family Papers 1810-1940,
University of West Florida, Special Collections, Pensacola, Florida, the collection contains detailed accounts of the building projects of the Navy Yard
including the wharfs and the slave labor that was used by the Navy to accomplish those construction objectives.
41. Acting Commandant Lieutenant W. L. Cunningham to William Bainbridge,
Esquire, President of the United States Navy Board, 10 June 1827,
Commandants Letters.
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Navy Commissioners in Washington that "Lieutenant Ogden of
the Corps of Engineers and Superintendent of the works erecting
at Mobile Point has lately been here and informs me...that the
majority of his bricklayers are negro labourers who learned to lay
bricks neatly and expeditiously under his d i r e ~ t i o n . " ~ ~
Consequently, after that visit, he proceeded to hire forty additional slave laborers who were used as apprentices to the joiners and
blacksmiths already employed. Convinced that slave labor was the
only way to get the navy yard built in a reasonable amount of time,
Woolsey stated to the Navy Commissioners on July 27, 1827, that
"the labourers are all slaves."43
However, even with the use of slave labor, construction of the
Navy Yard was sporadic between 1826 and 1853. In 1826, general
appropriation funds were being used for construction since the
"official" funds were not formally approved until the 1830s. The
slowness of construction experienced in the building of the Navy
Yard in Pensacola was to some degree a result of both the Navy's
budget and the administration process connected to the
Congressional appropriations. The succession of commandants
and the system of reporting to a Board of Navy Commissioners was
cumbersome at best. The agents who handled contracts came and
went almost as quickly as commandants and sources of supplies.
The result was smaller expenditures that were not immediately
available for use and appropriations that ran out before projects
were completed; by 1842, the Navy had spent $450,000 on construction of the installation. The realities of budget constraints
caused construction delays and problems associated with the retention of slave labor.
Once again, Woolsey's solution to the Navy's budget obstacles
followed the examples that were successfully used by the Army
Corps of Engineers at Mobile Point in Alabama. Woolsey realized
that the slaves were specifically leased to the military and the owners had no other use for them if they were discharged by the Navy
due to lack of funds. He set up informal agreements with the slave
owners. In a letter to Navy Commissioners written on August 4,
1828, he stated that "the owners of slaves or at least those who
reside in the neighborhood, are willing that their hands should
continue at work without receiving any pay for their wages until
42. Woolsey to Commissioners, 16 March 1827, Commandant's Letters.
43. Woolsey to Commissioners, 27 July 1827, Commandant's Letters.
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Congress shall at their next session, make further appropriations
for improvement of the Navy Yards." The use of slave labor
became the norm at this point and slave owners were willing to
wait for payment because it was an extremely profitable venture for
both parties.44
The terms of the leasing agreements varied in regard to food,
clothes, medical care, and shelter, but were also a result of the
appropriation process. Lieutenant Ogden paid $12 per month at
Mobile Point in addition to those non-cash contributions (food,
clothing, shelter, and medical care) that Woolsey calculated actually doubled the monthly amount. Woolsey wanted to pay $15 per
month plus food, which would save the government money. He
hired the slaves for the construction of the eleven buildings in
1828 for $.56 per day.45 Later, he realized he could pay $15 per
month and include only medical care, using the doctor assigned to
the Navy Yard Dr. Hulse. Woolsey requested an assistant for the
doctor and received compensation for the extra work but the
monthly amount paid still saved the government money. Woolsey
detailed these accounting figures on a chart sent to the Navy
Commissioners on January 25, 1828, comparing the rates at
Mobile Point to those that he proposed to pay, realizing a savings
of $28.19 on the annual rate paid.
The payrolls of the Pensacola project show that the government leased slaves from prominent members of Pensacola society.
Slaves often took the owner's last name as illustrated in the use of
multiple last names on the Records of the Bureau of Yards and
Docks documents, which revealed the identity of individuals who
was leasing slaves to the military. The payrolls list more than 200
slaves working at the Navy Yard each month, which included those
leased to the Navy by well-known political leaders of antebellum
Pensacola such as Moreno, Willis, Ahrens, Forsyth, Gonzales,
Ingraham, Oldmixon, and Morton.46 These individuals became
involved with the navy in the creation of local industries and purposely obtained slaves to work in those enterprises, or to lease
them to work on the unfinished Navy Yard. The following chart
44. Woolsey to Commissioners, 4 August 1828, Commandant'sLetters.
45. Woolsey to Commissioners, 5 September 1828, Commandants Letters.
46. Payrolls for Pensacola, January, 1847-December, 1851, (2 Volumes), Record
Group 71, Records of the Bureau of Yards and Docks, Naval Records
Collection of the Office of Naval Records and Library, National Archives,
Atlanta, Georgia.
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compares the jobs of both ordinaries (free white and skilled slave
labor) ,47 and labourers (unskilled labor), who were slaves, at the
Pensacola Navy Yard on October 6, 1837.48

Log of Yard, 1837
6 October
Distribution of the Ordinaries Distribution of the Laborers
10 teamsters hauling brick, etc
1 carpenters mate
1 assisting carpenters mate
3 at the stables
1 lamplighter
1 painting
4 at the Commandants
1 cooper
1 blacksmith's shop
2 at the Commanders
2 live oak plantations
1 cooking
2 sawing
1 mail boat
1 sick
I attending officer
1 Navy store
1 sick
10 on the cistern
7 ordinary yard duties
9 discharging brick
20
at hospital
73
The Navy success in use of local slave labor secured by unwritten
"gentleman's agreements" encouraged the Army to use the same
system with a similarly positive outcome.
Captain William H. Chase of the U. S. Army Corps of
Engineers arrived on Santa Rosa Island in 1829, as the
Superintending Engineer for the construction of Pensacola
Harbor defenses beginning with Fort Pickens (1829-34). He was
accompanied by slave workers he had employed on construction
sites around New Orleans. Thus, Chase did not have the labor
problems that existed when the Navy first arrived in Pensacola.
While assigned to the works in Louisiana over the span of nine
years (Fort Pike 1819-22, Forts Rigolets, Chef Menteur, and
Bienvenue 1822-28), he established a close working relationship
with Assistant Engineer Frederick Augustas Underhill and Second
Lieutenant Jasper Strong, who were former classmates of Chase at

47. James Allen Knechtmann, Reference Librarian, Navy Department Library,
Washington, D. C. (2024334132).
48. Log of the Pensacola Navy Yard, January-December, 1837, (2 Volumes),
Record Group 45, Naval Records Collection of the Office of Naval Records
and Library, National Archives, Washington. D.C.
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West Point. Underhill learned the value of using slave labor in his
duties as Assistant Engineer in the construction and repair of
defenses on the Gulf of Mexico, especially in the New Orleans area
from 1819-1823.Jasper Strong was also assigned to the fortifications in Louisiana from 1820-1823 and began to acquire and control a large labor force of 100 skilled slaves who worked under his
supervision on defenses in and around New Orleans. Some of
these slaves accompanied Chase on all his assignment^.^^
Two of the major obstacles that the military had to overcome
in regard to the use of slave labor were mounting abolitionist pressures and the existence of an 1809 law that required bidding for
contractual services. M. T. Woolsey (Navy) and Chase circumvented the second barrier through the use of verbal "gentleman's
agreements" (Underhill and Strong). When confronted with questions on the military's adherence to the law in light of the use of a
slave system through unwritten "gentleman's agreements" in the
1830s' Woolsey and Chase responded with an explanation that was
developed in New Orleans and was first used by Lt. Barnard of the
Army Corps of Engineers in 1821. Barnard stated "It is distinctly
understood that there is to be no claim of any kind against the
Government officer or any other future appropriations-it being
only presumed on the part of those furnishing the slaves that if at
any future period and appropriation should be made, that the
Government will be willing to pay for work already done, as if it still
remained to be done. All that is asked of us now is the mere permission to work on the fort in such a manner as we shall direct." 50
The non-contracutal "agreements" proved economically advantageous for the military as well as slave owners and contractors as
construction of the Third Defense continued.
The evidence shows that Underhill and Strong resigned from
the Army in 1823 to form a contracting company (Underhill and
Strong) with encouragement from Chase. They accepted the con49. See Appendix C (Military Career Time Line of William H. Chase), Appendix
D (Military Career Time Line of Jasper Strong) and Appendix E (Military
Career Time Line of Frederick Augustas Underhill). Application papers for
Chase, Underhill, and Strong from West Point are missing and all of the available sources on Chase have been utilized for this study and are listed in the
footnotes.
50. Letter Lt. Barnard to General Totten, 27 July 1842, Record Group 77, Corps
of Engineers Papers, Old Army Section, National Archives, Washington, D. C.
Similar explanations were used by Woolsey (Navy) and Chase (Army Corps of
Engineers) many times in the 1830s and 1840s.
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tract to build Fort Pickens for $900,000 with the skilled slave labor
at their disposal, which would provide Chase with a skilled and
mobile labor force in his construction efforts at Pensacola and
elsewhere. Chase explained the arrangement to General Charles
Gratiot, Chief Engineer in Washington D. C., when he brought the
contractors to Pensacola stating that "the large force of Black
Mechanics and laborers which they have at their disposal gives
them great advantages in the prosecution of operations of this
kind, whilst those gentleman will realize by their exertions a fair
renumeration for their trouble the government may calculate on
certain results in a given time."51
In addition to the 100 skilled slaves owned by the firm of
Underhill and Strong, Chase leased slave labor from the surrounding area and the combined workforce was put under the supervision of Jasper Strong. Chase ran an advertisement in the Pensacoh
Gazette on March 13, 1829 looking for about twenty "Negro" workers for the works on Santa Rosa ~sland.~*
Chase used the local
unskilled slave labor to supplement the force of skilled mechanics
owned by Underhill and Strong to create a mobile labor force.
Chase's contractual relationship with Underhill and Strong
was based on verbal "gentleman's agreements" that allowed him to
engage slave labor without inciting abolitionists. Although there is
very little documentation on these unwritten lease agreements
three letters written by Chase highlight the details and purpose of
the efforts. In a letter and attached agreement dated May 12,1829,
Chase called for Underhill and Strong to execute the works at
Santa Rosa Island for eight dollars fifty cents per cubic yard paid to
them quarterly by the commanding engineer or Agent of
Fortifications. Chase was responsible for the purchase and delivery of materials, which would be deducted at each quarterly settlement of their account. Underhill and Strong were responsible for
providing all the labor and accepted all the risks in regard to natural phenomena. Lastly, they agreed to abide by the construction
plans, which included strict inspections by the commanding
Engineer or his representatives.53 The contents of this letter are

51. Captain William H. Chase to Charles Gratiot, undated memorandum, early
1829, Chase Letters, 1 1.
52. Pensacola Gazette, 13 March 1829.
53. Chase to Gratiot, 12 May 1829, Chase Letters, 13. See Appendix A for the full
text of the "gentleman'sagreement.''
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repeated in subsequent correspondence in almost identical language indicating a normal and recurring process.
In a second letter to Gratiot in March of 1830, after
Underhill's death, Chase indicated that Jasper Strong would carry
the project through to ~ o m p l e t i o n The
. ~ ~ agreement used precisely the same language with identical provisions and these two letters
offer a glimpse into the use of a slave system by the Army Corps of
Engineers through the use of verbal agreements. It is also important to note that this was "business as usual" in the South and
therefore, no one in Washington D. C. objected to the agreements.
A third letter to Gratiot, written on August 31, 1834, ironically
included an explanation for his avoidance of written agreements.
In this letter, Chase states "The verbal agreements hereafter made
with Mr. Strong were never considered by him or me as the agent
of the Government, in light of a contract." In an attempt to
explain the "gentlemen's agreements," Chase confirmed the use of
a military slave system and recommended its use on future construction projects. He concluded: "It is highly desirable that the
services of Mr. Strong and his effective force should be continued;
and that the system pursued in the construction of Fort Pickens
should be adopted in the construction of the Fort on Foster's
' ~ a n k . " Chase
~ ~ strived to promote the use of the "gentlemen's
agreement" in this instance as well as in all future endeavors and
concluded that, "Deeming it to the interest of the government
both on the score of the vigorous prosecution of the works, and
the economical administration of the same, I will continue to
employ the force of Mr. Strong in their construction, with the
understanding (without reducing it to writing) that he shall conform to the above provision^."^^
The provisions agreement called for the Engineer Department
to purchase in open market, at current prices, all the materials necessary for the construction of the fort. Jasper Strong agreed to the
following: to execute the workmanship with his force of mechanics
and laborers; to have the privilege to use the materials; to have the
materials used deducted from his account on the quarterly settlement; to be responsible for the safe keeping of the materials and all
risks in reference to those materials; to take all risks in regard to nat54. Chase to Gratiot, 25 March 1830, Chase Letters, 82.
55. Chase to Charles Gratiot, 31 August 1834,Chase Letters, 302.
56. Ibid. See Appendix B for the full text of the letter.
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ural phenomena; and to be subject to strict inspection by the
Superintending Engineer, assistants, and other engineer representat i v e ~The
. ~ ~last provision of the agreement permitted Strong to construct housing and barracks for his use and that of the workers. 58
Chase also continued to develop and expand the local economy,
a process that was started by the Navy (lumber/foodstuff industries)
and created enterprises tied to the needs of the army in ways that
were also financially beneficial to Chase. He initially rejected military
bricks and purchased them from Mobile (brick yards started by
DeRussey and Ogden at Mobile Point in 1824),where the first navy
commandant also had obtained bricks. Chase invited open competition by offering large contracts in an effort to force down the price of
bricks. He paid the going rate in Mobile, ten dollars per one thousand of uneven quality, which were initially used to supply the building needs of the Arrny. Seeing how such an enterprise would be
profitable, Chase started a brick factory with slave labor. When the
Pensacola brick industry flourished, he discontinued the purchase of
bricks from outside Pensacola. In June of 1829, Chase explained to
Mobile brick-makers "the supply of bricks is now so abundant on this
Bay, of good quality and the proper size, that I shall not be enabled
to receive any more from your yard."59 In 1829 alone, Chase purchased 4,500,000 bricks for the construction of Fort Pickens (182934), most of which were from the brick-yards he helped establish.60
Most of the individuals who entered into business in Pensacola
during this time did so because of the market Chase had to offer.
He never officially listed his brick suppliers until he wrote a memorandum on September 15, 1830, to eight brick makers instructing
them "to call at the Engineers Office at this place on the 27th
instant, to receive payment for bricks delivered to that time." The
eight brick makers were: J de la Rua (Old Bonifay Plant), J Hunt
and firm (Jasper Strong),J. Morton (Jackson Morton of Santa Rosa
County), J. B. Bahan, Slayback (also Henry Slayback), Hale and
Murrell, S. A. Carpenter (Carpenter and Adam in 1829),and L. C.
Hubbell (Old Noriega Plant)
57. Ibid.
58. Chase to Colonel Rene E. DeRussey, 25 December 1859, in United States
Secretary of War, "Letterof the Secretary of War...," 41 Congress, 3 Session,
Senate Executive Document No. 103 (June,1870).
59. Chase to Major E. Montgomery, Mobile bay, 26 June 1829, Chase Letters, 33.
60. Pensacola Gazette/Mda Advertiser, 14 November 1829.
61. Chase Memorandum to Brick makers, Pensacola, 15 September 1830, Chase
Letters, 110.
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Pensacola citizens Jackson Morton and Stephen R. Mallory
would emerge to elevate the city of Pensacola to the national
scene. Morton, who became one of the largest brick makers in the
area, supplied more than one million, seven hundred sixty eight
thousand, eight hundred bricks for the Fort on Foster's Bank (Fort
McRee) by 1834 with a surplus amount stored in warehouses for
future projects.62He later became a navy agent (contractor for
supplies) and subsequently a United States Senator (1849-1855)
who would wield his political influence to advocate a larger naval
commitment and support the naval expansion program enacted
during the administration of Franklin Pierce. Morton would
become a national political spokesperson, and along with Chase,
provide a direct link between the local businesses in Pensacola and
the federal government in efforts to procure local contracts for the
defense b ~ i l d - u p . ~ ~
Stephen R. Mallory would become a United States Senator
from Pensacola (1855-1861) and use his influence to further the
connection between the national government and the industries
and businesses tied to the needs of the military. As Chairman of
the Senate Committee on Naval Affairs, he supported a military
build-up and attempted to project Pensacola as a center of Gulf
Coast shipbuilding projects. Mallory's success was highlighted by
the completion of two ships that were launched in 1859, the USS
Seminole and USS Pensacola, which signaled the beginning of a
new public financed industry for Pensacola. However, while the
history of the USS Seminole was considered that of a "normal"
Navy ship, the USS Pensacola needed to be towed to the Navy Yard
at Washington, D.C. because only the hull was made in Pensacola
and the machinery needed to be fitted and installed elsewhere.
After his election to the U.S. Senate, Mallory was at the center
of a controversy because he was also a slave owner who had "hired
out" slaves to the Army Corps of Engineers at Fort Taylor in Key
West, Florida. The slaves were released from the construction project by Captain George Dutton who received advice that the hiring
of Mallory's slaves violated the 1809 law (bidding for contracts),
which stipulated that federal officials were not permitted to be
under contract (verbal or written) with the government and there62. Chase to Gratiot, 25 March 1830, 82, and Chase to Jackson Morton, 6
December 1834, 321, Chase Letters.
63. Brian R. Rucker, Jackson Morton: West Rmida's Soldim, Senator, and Secessionist,
(Milton, FL: Patagonia Press, 1990).
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fore, forbidden to pursue the practice of renting slaves to the military. Mallory argued that no contract existed and that his slaves
should remain under the employment of the Army Corps of
Engineers. The dispute was put to rest by Chief of Engineers
Colonel Totten, who disregarded the fact and ruled in favor of
Mallory and the "gentleman's agreements" that formed the basis
of the slave system. The slaves were subsequently "re-hired" and
returned to the supervision of the Army Corps of engineer^.^^
Morton, Mallory, and Chase used a variety of arguments to
secure funding for military construction along the Gulf coast.
Rising to power in the 1850s, Morton and Mallory primarily relied
on King Cotton as a sectional argument to secure Congressional
appropriations. The argument was based on an exaggerated belief
that cotton dictated the terms of diplomacy with England and
would subsequently provide aid to the South because England
needed the cotton for their textile industry. Working in the 1840s,
Chase had developed a full King Cotton and "threat of war"
national argument to secure Congressional appropriations. At the
time, Pensacola suffered from the effects of the national financial
panic that resulted in the failure of the banking, real estate, and
railroad ventures started by Chase. He argued that England and
Mexico were threats because of the controversy over the Oregon
country ("54-40 or fight") and the acquisition of Texas. In his view,
the expansionist policy of the Polk administration required more
fortifications in Pensacola and in other locations along the Gulf
Coast to protect against potential attacks by Britain or Mexico. In
the 1840s this argument was a national issue, not sectional, and it
was not until much later that Chase interpreted the significance of
cotton and Pensacola in terms of the Southern cause.
Chase was closely connected to many of the businesses that
profited from coastal military construction. J Hunt and firm, the
firm identified as Jasper Strong, became a leading supplier of
bricks to the Army Corps of Engineers during the time Chase was
the SuperintendingEngineer in Pensacola (1829-54). Strong, who
continued to direct the slave labor force in Pensacola at the works
on Santa Rosa Island, went into business with John Hunt producing bricks and purchasing ships, both of which Chase used in his
64. Letter Mallory to E. J. Phelps, 2ndComptroller, 25 Dec. 1851, Record Group
77, National Archives, Washington, D. C. Phelps quoted the law that informal
agreements were forbidden but Totten disregarded the fact.
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projects. In a letter from Chase to Grotiot on May 11,1829, Chase
explained the purchase of a ship, the schooner Eliza, for the purpose of exploration of the coastline and surrounding areas.65 In
1833, the schooner, on its way to New Orleans for bricks, became
lost in a storm. Three years later Chase asked the Engineer
Department for compensation for Hunt and Strong's ship.66Many
questions are raised in regard to the purpose and cargo of the ship
(slaves) and why it took three years to request the compensation.
Chase constantly searched for new markets and projects for
the companies he helped create in Pensacola. With the completion of Fort Pickens in 1834, a surplus of over three million slavemade bricks (two million in Jackson Morton's plant) sat in
storehouses and wharf facilities. In order to provide an outlet for
surplus bricks, Chase made an appropriations request to begin
work on the fort on Foster's Bank (McRee) and a project to dredge
the channel in Pensacola Bay, which would allow warships of considerable size to navigate the waterway safely. According to soundings dating back to 1763, the sand bars had not changed positions
and a quick decision was made on a site for the fort on Foster's
Bank (McRee),However, contrary to the report, the area was characterized by shifting coastline and drifting sand and in hindsight a
poor decision was made on the site. Chase stockpiled approximately six million bricks he estimated he would need prior to the beginning of construction. He then made an additional request for
$50,000 for the construction of a new fort "at the site of the Old
Spanish fort of Barrancas...and to repair it's [sic] water battery."67
Pensacola bricks were also used in the construction of Fort Taylor
in Key West, Florida in the 1840s. 68 AS Superintending Engineer
65. Chase to Gratiot, 12 May 1829, Chase Letters, 14.
66. Chase to Gratiot, 6 January 1836, Chase Letters, 402. Chase asks for compensation for a ship (Schooner Eliza) owned byJasper Strong and John Hunt in the
amount of $4150.00. The Ship was lost on its way to New Orleans to transport
bricks from their brick yards at a time when ten brick yard in Pensacola were
in full operation with Chase beginning to stockpile bricks for the Fort on
Foster's Bank (Chase Letters, p. 160). Subsequently this document raises
many questions pertaining to both the cargo and purpose of the ship and why
(partial) compensation was requested in 1836, three years after the ship was
lost. See Appendix F for the full text of the letter.
6'7. Chase to Gratiot, 13 November 1835, Chase Letters, 398, and Clayton Dale Roth
Jr., "The Military Utilization of Key West and the Dry Tortugas from 18221900," (Unpublished M.A. Thesis, University of Miami, 1970), Chapter 3.
68. Mark A. Smith, "Engineering Slavery: The U. S. Army Corps of Engineers and
Slavery at Key West," Hon'da Histmica1 Quarter(y,Vol. 86, No. 4, (Spring 2008),
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along the Gulf Coast for twenty five years, Chase was able to bene€it from businesses he helped to create in Pensacola with the surplus funds that were realized from the use of slave labor.
Further developing the economy of the area and solidifying
his power he invested in the development of banking institutions.
There was no bank in Pensacola when Chase arrived in 1829. At
first he used a bank in New ~ r l e a n s ,and
~ ~then one in ~ o b i l e , ~ ~
for the deposit of federal funds from approved appropriations
including monies that funded the "gentlemen's agreements."
Chase provided investment capital for the first bank, The Bank of
Pensacola, and became one of eight stockholders, each with one
thousand six hundred twenty fives shares. Additionally, he was
involved in many other businesses that provided an economic
foundation from which the military was able to supply its needs.
Chase had a vision of Pensacola's hture as a crossroads to both
the West and the East. Such ambitious plans were revealed in his
yearly arguments for defense appropriations. In 1835 (one year
into construction of Fort McRee), he founded the Alabama,
Florida, and Georgia Railroad Company in which he became president of the Board of Directors. This company provided a railway
link between Pensacola and Columbus, Georgia-the northernmost navigable point of the Chattahoochee River. With this link,
"wagoned cotton" and other products could be shipped down the
river for export furthering the economic horizons of Pensacola.
With such potentially profitable ventures taking root, the national
financial panic of 1837 (the year Fort McRee was completed)
caused the Bank of Pensacola and the Alabama, Florida, and
Georgia Railroad Company to fail. However by 1856, he was again
president of a railroad company, the Alabama/Florida Railroad
Company, which attempted to build a line from Pensacola to
Montgomery, Alabama. The project received widespread media
attention and a nationally known magazine noted that the railroad

498-526. Smith confirms the use of Pensacola bricks in the construction of
Fort Taylor in Key West and provides a synthesis of the use of slave labor by
the Army Corps of Engineers for the military construction in Key West.
69. Chase to Gratiot, 15 March 1829, Chase Letters, 3.
70. Chase to Gratiot, 12 May 1829, Chase Letters, 17, and Chase to Gratiot, 29
November 1829, Chase Letters, 59.
71. Clarence Edward Carter, Tan'torial Papers of the United States, Vol. XXVI,
(Washington: U. S. Government Printing Office, 1934), 400.
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"deserves a thought of mercantile enterprise."72 The company
hoped to redirect the flow of manufactured goods and raw materials, especially virgin pine, to the Florida port and become the vortex of east (Apalachicola) and west (Mobile) product movement,
which would signal the start of another "new prosperity" for the
city.73 Groundbreaking occurred on May 26, 1856, but unfortunately, the antebellum railroad line was not completed before the
Civil War erupted. Pensacola would remain dependent upon military budgets for the sustenance of any "new prosperity.""
Chase also became a large landowner and real estate promoter in the hopes that a population explosion would occur with the
advent of Pensacola as a major railway center. He bought two lots
in 1835 and became a trustee of a real estate venture called "New
Town," which was envisioned as a suburb of Pensacola. He placed
advertisements in northern newspapers and wrote pamphlets in
efforts to attract buyers to the project. A land auction resulted in
one million dollars worth of sales; the success of the first venture
prompted a second sale. In the 1850s, Chase's correspondence was
addressed from "Chasefield," which was located two miles west of
Fort ~arrancas.'~
During the time that Chase was Superintending Engineer
(1819-56) along the Gulf Coast, the military slave system served as
the backbone of economic prosperity in Pensacola and in other
locations along the Gulf Coast. The military slave system proved to
be financially beneficial to Chase, the contractors Underhill and
Strong, slave owners, and the government. As a result, Chase contributed to the expansion of the economic foundation of
Pensacola, and over time, with the use of investment capital and
the slave labor at his disposal, he created and expanded businesses that were tied to the needs of the military such as brickyards,
stone quarries, banks, real estate ventures, and shipping.
Chase's activities raise a number of questions. How did he
accumulate financial interests of such magnitude on a military
72.

"Pensacolaand Montgomery Railroad,"DeBow's Review, No. 20, (June 1856),

p. 748.
73. A. S. Pickett, "Letters from Pensacola, Descriptive and Historical,"
Montgomery, 1858.
74. William H. Chase, "Report of the President of the Florida and Alabama
Railroad Company, Florida, to the stockholders in convention," 1 May 1858,
at Pensacola.
75. Land Office Records, Pensacola, Florida. These records indicate that he
bought two lots in 1835, one year into the construction of Fort McRee.
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salary? Secondly, how was he able to supervise those interests when
his duties as Superintending Engineer required extensive travel?
The answer to the first question is mostly speculative, but Chase's
use of a slave system based on "slave rentals" was certainly instrumental in the development of supporting industries in Pensacola.
The answer to the second is very well documented and related in
some cases to the climate of Pensacola. Chase and his wife left
Pensacola on occasion to visit the fortifications under his jurisdiction and, in times of sickness, traveled to Virginia and other locations in the North to recuperate. Chase's brother, George Chase, a
graduate of West Point and Bvt. Second Lieutenant of Artillery, was
stationed in Pensacola. In the absence of his brother George Chase
assumed William's supervisory duties related to the building of the
forts and his business ventures in ~ensacola.'~
In much the same
manner as Underhill and Strong, George Chase resigned from the
Army on August 31,1836 to become a Civil Engineer in support of
William in Pensacola. In addition to George, William also appointed P. G. T. Beauregard, the future Confederate general, as the
Assistant in Charge at Santa Rosa Island in absences that were
recorded in 1840,1841,and 1848. George died on March 27,1844
in Chasefield (grave marker at Chasefield cemetery) of undisclosed
causes, at which point, Beauregard was the sole care-taker of
Chase's responsibilities in Pensacola.
Over the years, Chase successfully argued against re-assignment from Pensacola, but on November 18, 1854, he received and
reluctantly obeyed new orders to take charge of the construction
at Fort Taylor and the Navy Coal Depot, an assignment that would
last until February 1856. In the interim, he traveled to Pensacola
from Key West as much as possible to supervise his economic
enterprises and maintain his political influence there. Chase was
recalled to Washington D.C. in February 1856 and he took nearly
two months to arrive in Washington D. C. He was given orders to
take over the prestigious command as Superintendent at the
Military Academy at West Point. Chase did not want the appointment and ultimately convinced his superiors to allow him to return
to Pensacola. He subsequently offered his resignation from the
76. Letter from Chase to Gratiot, 1 Januaryl831, Chase Letters. Application Papers
for George Mason Chase, U. S. Military Academy, West Point, N. Y. and
Brevet Major George W. Cullum, Biographical Register of the Officers and
Graduates of the United States Military Academy at West Point, 1802-1890,Third
Edition, Boston and New York: The Riverside Press, 1891), 411.
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Corps which was accepted on October, 30, 1856, an action that
allowed him to concentrate on his Pensacola enterprises. Chase
became President of the Board of Alderman one year after his
retirement in 1857. In a letter written by Chase to Colonel
DeRussey, Chief Engineer, on December 25, 1859, Chase confirmed the use of a slave labor system and stated, "It is known to
your department, as being of record, that the Forts Pickens,
McRae, Barrancas, and the barracks and the redoubt of Barrancas,
were for the most part built by slave mechanics and laborer^."^^
From the beginning of the Civil War to the time of the
Emancipation Proclamation (September 22, 1862), the Corps of
Engineers continued to use a slave system by virtue of "gentleman's agreements." They contracted with Jasper Strong in New
Orleans for the construction and repairs on Fort Livingston, Fort
Jackson, and Fort St. Phillip until May 1862, when the slaves were
"transferred" to nonpayment rolls whereby Strong agreed to relinquish any claim for services rendered.78 In addition, the Corps systematically used slave labor at Fort Jefferson for some time after
the Emancipation Proclamation up till January of 1863 when all
slaves were also transferred to "non-payment" rolls.79
With the outbreak of the Civil War in 1861, William H. Chase
left retirement and assumed command of Confederate forces in
Pensacola. He successfully obtained the peaceable surrender of
the Navy Yard, Fort McRee, and Fort Barrancas. After sending a
number of surrender requests to the commander of Fort Pickens
that were ignored, Chase decided to personally make the demand
for the fort's surrender to Lieutenant Adam J. Slemmer. When the
request was denied, Chase informed Jefferson Davis of the casualties that would occur if he ordered his men to scale the walls of

77. Chase to Colonel Rene E. DeRussey, 25 December 1859, in United States
Secretary of War, "Letter of the Secretary of War.. .," 41 Congress, 3 Session,
Senate Executive Document No. 103 (June 1870).
78. Letter from Lieutenant Barnard to Colonel Totten, 22 October 1862, Record
Group 77, Old Army Section, National Archives.
79. Records of the Office of Chief Engineers, FortJefferson Payment Rolls, 1862,
1863, Payroll Vouchers, 1860-1862, "Slave Roll for [month, year], Record
Group 77, Old Army Section, National Archives and Thomas Reid, America's
Fortress: A History of Fort Jefferson, % Tortugas, Flmmzda,
(Gainesville: University
Press of Florida, 2006). Reid provides a summary of the wide array of labor
used on the construction of the fort, which supports the thesis of this study
that focuses on the military use of slave labor @ior to and during the civil
war.
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Fort Pickens. The decision was finally made to abort any planned
attack on the fortification. Chase arrived in Pensacola during a
time of economic decay, was responsible for creating a "new prosperity," and was instrumental in its finale. The ensuing chaos and
uncertainty of war left Pensacola with fewer than twenty families.
The traditional explanation for "slave rentals" by historians
marginalized the labor practice because it only occurred during
the "break" in the harvest season of the plantation economy. The
Pensacola evidence illustrates that the Third System of
Fortifications served as a catalyst for the creation of a system of
slave labor that was utilized in the completion of a construction
program of military installations and other public works projects in
the pursuit of national defense objectives. As a result of those
efforts, the American military was the primary source for the
expansion and growth of slavery in Pensacola, Florida. In a remote
geographical area that was basically devoid of plantations, slave
owners and people who had never before owned slaves bought
them specifically to lease to the military for construction purposes
or to work in the industries created by the military. The magnitude
of the economic growth that resulted from the use of the military
slave system in Pensacola, Florida, resulted in a period of "new
prosperity" in the 1830s. The literature on "slave rentals" needs to
be revised with an emphasis on the importance, significance, and
impact of the practice on frontier towns like Pensacola.
The actions of Secretary of State William Seward shed a final
light on the existence of a slave system based on "slave rentals" and
provided both an explanation and the rationale behind the military's labor practice. He rendered a final ruling on a request by the
Army Corps of Engineers regarding a situation that involved some
Key West slave owners. After the fall of Fort Sumter on April 12,
1861, a controversy arose between the Army Corps of Engineers
and the Key West slave owners. Captain Meigs of the Army Corps
of Engineers shipped twenty slaves from the Dry Tortugas to
Pensacola to help reinforce the walls of Fort Pickens out of concern for an imminent attack by the Confederate commander
William H. Chase. The Key West slave owners objected to the transfer and one of them, Dr. L'Engle, traveled to Pensacola "to obtain
from Fort Pickens two negrorsic] men who had been improperly
taken by Captain Meigs from the ~ o r t u ~ a sSeward
. " ~ ~provided the
80. S. R. Mallory to Unknown, 2'7 May 1861, Perkins Library, Duke University.
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rationale behind "slave rentals" and the military need for a competent and mobile labor force that operated under the legal auspices
of the "gentleman's agreement." Seward's response in a letter
dated May '7, 1861, acknowledged that slave owners in Key West "a
long time ago" "rentedn to public agents of the government "a
number of slaves at very renumerative prices, to be employed as
laborers in the fortifications of the United States for a term of years
yet unexpired." He noted that "it is not complained in the papers
before me that the masters are not paid or to be paid for the labor
of the slaves and on the contrary Captain Meigs distinctly understands that the Quarter-Master is to pay their wages to the masters
of the slaves at Key West as heretofore." He goes on to say that the
Quarter-Master has not and will not violate any "contract." Seward
said "it must be entirely immaterial to the master whether the
slaves work at the Tortugas or whether they work at Fort Pickens."
According to Secretary of State Seward, the slaves "are all alike safe
under the government in both cases. Should the contract be broken by the public agents the President will take care to see that due
redress is afforded. I am not able to understand what there is
wrong or censurable in this matter."81
Secretary of the Navy A. P. Upshur profoundly illustrated the
problem in coming to terms with the military's labor practices and
provides somejustification when he stated "neither regulation nor
usage excludes them as mechanics, laborers, or servants in any
branches of the service where such a force is r e q ~ i r e d . "In~ terms
~
of necessity and profitability, the Navy and the Army needed just
such a force in Pensacola.

81. Letter Secretary of State William Seward to Corps of Engineers, '7 May 1861,
Record Group 7'7, Corps of Engineers Papers, Old Army Section, National
Archives, Washington, D. C.
82. Letter from the Secretary of the Navy (A. P. Upshur), "ColoredPersons in the
Navy of the U. S.," 27 congress, 2 skssion, ~ G u s eDocument 282 (10 August
1842).
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Appendix A
"Gentleman'sAgreements"
Documentation on the verbal "gentlemen's agreements" that
propelled the military slave system is scarce. The following two letters, written in 1829 and 1830, document agreements made
between Captain William H. Chase and Underhill and Strong and
were found in Record Group 77, Old Army Section, in the
National Archives. They provide some insight into the largely verbal labor arrangements that Chase employed in the construction
process. They were identical in their composition and content,
which indicates a recurring practice.
The first letter is dated May 12,1829, before the death of F. A.
Underhill in November of 1829. The full text reads as follows:
"Anagreement made between Capt. Wm. H. Chase on the part
of the Engineer Department on Santa Rosa Island and Misters
Underhill and Strong at Pensacola on May 12, 1829, in which
Misters Underhill and Strong agreed to execute each and every
item as set forth in the accompanying Estimate for the Brick
masonry of the two water fronts of a fort to be constructed at St.
Rosa Island conforming in every respect to the plans and details of
the same and completing the same to the entire satisfaction of the
Commanding Engineer. The said Underhill and Strong also
agreed to hold their work not only subject to the strict inspection
of the Commanding Engineer and his assistants but also to such
inspections by the Board of Engineers and by their Engineer officers as are prescribed by the regulations of the Engineer
Department and they further agreed that they will abide by such
decisions as shall be made at each inspection above mentioned
upon the quality of the workrnanship [ ] and that they will change
the same for the better if at any time it should be judged necessary."
"The said Underhill and Strong also agree to take all risques
incident to the exposure of their operations to injury either by
storm, overflows, or other acts of Providence; and they hereby
declare that the only claim for service rendered by them in the
construction of the aforesaid Masonry will be for the sum of eight
dollars f ~ t cents
y
per cubic yard to be paid them quarterly by the
Commanding Engineer or Agent of Fortifications."
"In order to facilitate the operations and with a view to a strict
inspection of all materials to be used in the construction of the
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masonry it was agreed that Captain William H. Chase or the
Commanding Engineer should purchase and cause to be delivered
at the site of the public works at Santa Rosa Island all the materials necessary to the construction of the aforesaid Masonry the same
to be used by Underhill and Strong and the value of the quantity
used to be charged to them to be deducted at each quarterly settlement of their account."
"It was also agreed that Underhill and Strong should lay or
cause to be laid all the Grillage of the foundations of the masonry,
the same being composed of two layers of three-inch plank, for the
sum of twenty dollars per one thousand feet of Board measure."
" (signed) Wm. H. Chase"
"This agreement was made in the presence"
"Capt. Engineers"
"Of.
A. H. Bowman"
"Underhill and Strong"
"U. S. Engineers"
In the second letter, dated March 25, 1830, Chase uses the
same verbal agreement (in writing) with Jasper Strong after the
death of Underhill in November of 1829. The agreement reads:
"Memorandum of a verbal agreement made between Capt.
Wm. H. Chase, on the part of the Engineer department, and
Jasper Strong, surviving partner of Underhill and Strong, in which
said Jasper Strong agreed to perform or cause to be performed all
the Brick Masonry that may be required in the construction of the
Fortification, at St. Rosa Island, under the appropriation for 1830,
conforming in every respect to the plans and details of the same."
"The said Jasper Strong also agreed to perform or cause to be
performed all the Excavations & Embankments that may be
required in the construction of the Fortifications at St. Rosa Island
under the appropriation for 1830, conforming in every respect to
the plans and details of the said construction."
"The said Jasper Strong also agreed to lay or cause to be laid
all the lumber necessary to the formation of a platform for the
Brick Masonry of the Foundation of the Fort at St. Rosa Island."
"The saidJasper Strong also agreed to hold his operations, not
only subject to the strict inspections of the Commanding Engineer
& his assistants, but also to such inspections of the Board of
Engineers and by other Engineer officers as are prescribed by the
regulations of the Engineer Department and he also agreed to
abide by such decisions as shall be made, at each inspection upon
the quality of the workmanship & materials, and that he would
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change the same for the better, if at any time it should be judged
necessary."
"The said Jasper Strong also agreed to take all risques incident
to the exposure of his operations to injury either by storm, overflow, or other acts of providence: and he hereby declared that the
only claim for services rendered by him in the construction of the
several parts of the work before stated, will be for the sum of eight
dollars & fifty cents per Cubic Yard of Brick Masonry: for the sum
of Eighteen dollars per thousand feet of Lumber placed in the
Platforms of the Foundation, and for such a sum as shall be
deemed a fair compensation for a Cubic Yard of Earth. The minimum of which compensation will not be less than ten cents per
Cubic Yard. The maximum to be regulated by the greatest distance to which it may be necessary to remove the earth."
"In order to facilitate the operations, and with a view to a strict
Inspection of all materials to be used in the construction of the
Brick masonry, it was agreed that Capt. Wm. H. Chase or the
Commanding Engineer should purchase and cause to be delivered
at the site of the Public Works at St. Rosa Island all the materials
necessary to the construction of the aforesaid masonry. The said
materials to be used by Jasper Strong, and the value of the quantity used to be charged to him & deducted at each quarterly settlement of his accounts."
"This agreement, subject to the approval of the Engineer
Department was made in the presence of Wash. Hood A. H.
Bowman and is subscribed by"
"Wm. H. Chase"
"Signed"
"Capt. Engineers"
"Jasper Strong"
"St. Rosa Island 25 March 1830"
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Appendix B
"Gentleman's Agreement9'-August3 1, 1834
The following letter, written by Captain William H. Chase to
General Charles Gratiot on August 31, 1834, confirmed the provisions of two earlier letters written in 1829 and 1830 and offers additional explanations for the use of "gentleman's agreements" with
Jasper Strong and his force of slave mechanics. The letter was
found in Record Group '77, Chase Letters 1829-36, Old Army
Section, Corps of Engineers Papers, in the National Archives. The
full text is as follows:
"Chief Engineer, U. S."
"Sir,"
"I had the honor, on yesterday, to receive your letter of the
14th August, returning me the memorandum of a verbal agreement with Jasper Strong for the construction of the masonry
embankment at Foster's Island in the harbour, in consequence of
the acting Secretary of War, withholding approval to the same, on
the ground, that as the agreement is reduced to writing it virtually
becomes a contract, and that therefore unless it was made in conformity with the 5th Section of the Act of Congress of 1809, is not
valid. "
"The verbal agreements hereafter made with Mr. Strong were
never considered by him, or by me as the agent of government, in
the light of a contract. The object of reducing the verbal agreement to writing was that it might be attached to, and for my part of
the projects of Operations Submittance, annually, to the Engineers
Department for approval."
"Whenever it has been possible to avoid the contract System I
have always done so. In reference to that System, I mean when
advertisements are made for bids for the performance of certain
work, and when the lowest bidder is entitled for bids for the performance of certain work, and when the lowest bidder is entitled
to the privilege of the contract."
"I do not think it would be conducive to the interest of the
Government to adopt that system in the construction of the Fort
on Foster's Bank. It is highly desirable that the services of Mr.
Strong and his effective force should be continued; and that the
system pursued in the construction of Fort Pickens should be
adopted in the construction of the Fort on Foster's Bank."
"The provisions of that System are:"
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"1st. For the Engineer Department to purchase in open
market at current price All the Materials etc. necessary
for the said construction."
"2d. For Mr. Strong to execute the workrnanship with his
force of mechanics and laborers."
"3d. For Mr. Strong to have the privilege to use the materials."
"3d. For Mr. Strong to have the privilege to use the materials purchased by the Department, the same being
charged this account when thus used."
"4th. For Mr. Strong to be responsible for the Safe Keeping
of said materials, and take all (blame) of injury to
them, incident to the site upon which they may be
placed."
"5th. For Mr. Strong to urge no claim at any time for loss of
materials or damage to the works occasioned by storms
and overflows."
"6th. For the operations of Mr. Strong to be constantly subject to strict inspection by the Superintending
Engineer and assistants, by Engineer officers appointed specially to inspecting the fort by the Board of
Engineers."
"Deeming it to the interest of the Government both on the score
of the vigorous prosecution of the works, and the economical
administration of the same, I will continue to employ the force of
Mr. Strong in their construction, with the understanding (without
reducing it to writing) that he shall conform to the above provisions and that he should be paid no more than $8.60 per cubic
yard of brick masonry and 12 cents per cubic yard for excavation
of foundations over embankments of parade, under the appropriation of 1834."
"I have the honor to be, Sir"
"Very Respectfully"
'Yours"
"Wm. H. Chase"
"Pensacola Aug. 31, 1834"
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Appendix C
Military Career Time Line
Wfiam H. Chase
Born in Massachusetts in 1798
Appointed to Military Academy at West Point on May 4,1814
Graduated from the Academy on March 4, 1815 and commissioned as:
Date

Duty Station

Title

Res~onsibilities

Brevet Second Lieutenant, Corps of Engineers (March 4,1815)
1815
Brooklyn, New York
181617 Lake Champlain
1817-18 Fort Niagara

Assistant Engineer
Assistant Engineer
Assistant Engineer

Defenses
Surveys
Fort Repairs

Second Lieutenant, Corps of Engineers (April 15,1818)
1819-22 Fort Pike, La.

Assistant Engineer

Construction

First Lieutenant, Corps of Engineers (March 31,1819)
1822-24 Rigolets/Chef Menteur
SuperintendingEngineer
Passes, Louisiana
Superintendingengineer
1823-24 FortJackson, Miss. River
SuperintendingEngineer
1824
Plymouth Beach, Mass.
SuperintendingEngineer
182428 Rigolets, Chef Menteur
Bienvenue, Bayou Dupree Passes, La.

Defenses
Defenses
Preservation
Construction

Captain, Corps of Engineers (January 1, 1825)
Ohio River Improvements
Red River Raft
Lake Pontchartrain,La.
Mobile Bay, Al.
Pensacola Harbor, Florida
Pascagoula River
Mississippi River
Escambia River
Choctaw Pass
Mobile Harbor
Fort Jackson, La.
Mississippi River

SuperintendingEngineer Improvements
SuperintendingEngineer Improvements
SuperintendingEngineer Lighthouse sites
SuperintendingEngineer Construction
SuperintendingEngineer Improvements
SuperintendingEngineer Improvements
SuperintendingEngineer Improvements
SuperintendingEngineer Repairs
SuperintendingEngineer Improvements
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Major, Corps of Engineers (July 7,1838)
Mobile Bay
Dog River Bar
Florida Reef
Board of Engineers
Gulf Frontier
Mississippi and Texas
Memphis Navy Yard
Pensacola Navy Yard
New Orleans Custom House
Mississippi River
Lake Pontchartrain, La.
View of Improvements

SuperintendingEngineer Deepening
SuperintendingEngineer Inspection
SuperintendingEngineer Examination
SuperintendingEngineer
SuperintendingEngineer
SuperintendingEngineer
SuperintendingEngineer

Construction
Floating Dock
Construction
Improvements

SuperintendingEngineer Construction

Chase was on Board of Engineers for the Atlantic Coast Defenses,
March 13-September 13, 1848). He was the author of Memoir on
the D.fknce of the Guy of Mexico and the Strategic (sic) @-inciples
Governing the national Defenes in which he documented the interrelation of the Atlantic and Gulf coast defenses.
1852-54 Choctaw Pass/Dog River Bar SuperintendingEngineer Improvements
Mobile, Alabama
185456 Fort Taylor, Key West, Fl. SuperintendingEngineer Construction

Resigned from the Army on October 31,1856
Confederate Officer from 1861 to 1865.
Chase died in Pensacola, February 8, 1870 at age 70.~'
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Appendix D
Military Career Time Line
Jasper Strong
Jasper Strong was born May 5,1798 in Hartford, Windsor County,
Vermont.
He was appointed to the Military Academy at West Point, New
York on August 11, 1814. He was a classmate of William H. Chase
from August 11, 1814 to March 4, 1815. He graduated on July 1,
1819 and was commissioned in the Army as:
Second Lieutenant, Eighth Infantry
Date

Duty Station

Title

Res~onsibilities

1819-20
1820
1820-23
1821

Recruiting Duties
Recruiter
Recruiting
Petite Coquille (Fort Pike) Infantry
Garrison duties
Baton Rouge
Infantry
Garrison duties
Reorganization of the Army-Appointment changed to:
Second Lieutenant, First Infantry (June 1,1821)

F i t Lieutenant, First Infantry (January 1, 1823)
1823

Recruiting Duties

Recruiter

Recruiting

December 1823-resigned from the Army
1824accepted contract, along with F. A. Underhill, for the construction of fortifications on the coast of the Gulf of Mexico.
18241861

Planter-Pensacola, Florida

Owned one hundred middle aged slaves

Died on November 6, 1865 at Queechy, Vermont at the age of 68
where he returned after the end of the Civil

84. George W. Cullum, Biographical Register of the OfJicersand Graduatesofthe United
States Milita? Acadmy at West Point, N. Y. 1801-1890, Third Edition, Vol. 1,
Nos. 1-1000, (Boston/New York Houghlin, Miflin, and Company, the
Riverside Press, Cambridge, 1891).
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MILITARYSLAVE
RENTALS
Appendix E
Military Career Time Line of
Frederick Augustas Underhill
Frederick Augustas Underhill was born in New York in 1800.
He was appointed to the United States Military Academy at
Point, New York on October 25,1814 and was a classmate
Williarn H. Chase and Jasper Strong. He graduated on July 1,181
and was commissioned in the Army as:
Second Lieutenant, Corps of Engineers
Date

Dutv Station

1819-23 Gulf of Mexico

Title
Assistant Engineer

sDefenses of the Gulf Region

Underhill served under First Lieutenant William H. Chase from
1819-23
November 1, 1823-resigned from the Army.
1823-29 He was a civilian contractor, along with Jasper Strong,
responsible for the labor in the construction of fortifications along the Gulf Coast.
1829

Died on Santa Rosa ~sland.*~
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Appendix F
Letter from Chase to General Charles Gratiot, 1836
The following letter written by Captain William H. Chase to
General Charles Gratiot in 1836 requests compensation for the
schooner "Eliza" lost in a storm on its way to New Orleans in 1833.
The ship was bought by Jasper Strong and John Hunt and was on
an errand for Chase carrying a survey crew to Louisiana. Chase
explained that this interrupted their business of picking up bricks
from their brick yard in New Orleans, and therefore the government should compensate them. By 1833, eight Pensacola brick
yards had over two million bricks lying unused in their yards. Most
likely, Jasper Strong, who owned a large skilled slave labor force,
used the ship, along with John Hunt, to transport slaves and bricks
from New Orleans, where Strong began his association with Chase,
back to Pensacola for the works on Fort Pickens and McRae. The
full text is as follows:
"To General Charles Gratiot"
"Chief Engineer U. S. "
"Sir,"
"At the request of Mr. Strong and Mr. Hunt of Pensacola I
have the honor to make the following statement towit:"
"That in August or September 1833, The Schooner, Eliza, then
one year old, owned by the above named gentlemen was hired by
the Esq. for the purpose of carrying to Grand Terre Barrataria in
Louisiana Mr. Palmer the surveyor employed to make a survey of
the land necessary to be purchased for the site of a fort at that
point. He, on the arrival of this vessel off the bar of Barrataria, she
was driven on shore and finally lost. That Misters Strong and Hunt
had this vessel employed in transporting Bricks from their Brick
Yard to the public works in the Harbour of Pensacola, and evenas it interrupted their business to prevent him to make the voyage
to Barrataria especially as neither the Capt. nor the Crew had any
knowledge of that part of the coast, but in consideration of the
impossibility of obtaining a vessel in anything like seaworthy terms,
and of the necessity that existed of making the survey of Grand
Terre as soon as possible, they [ ] to him their refusing however
any other compensation than the amount necessary to meet the
Pay & provisions, after Captain and Crew during which time she
remained in the employ of the Engineers Department."
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"This vessel was about one year old and cost Misters Strong
and Hunt upwards of $6500 having been built by them especially
for the transportation of Bricks to the public works in Pensacola.
About $500 over expenses by Misters Strong and Hunt in attempting to get her afloat, but without success."
"These gentleman now prefer a claim for compensation in the
amount of which they have regulated by the sum offered to them
by Capt. Then Lieutenant Ogden of the Engineers. This offer was
$11,500 as shown by his letter dated Terre Haute Sept. ZOth, 1835,
herewith amended."
"The amt. of valuation put on the vessel alluding"
"To the above is
4500"
"Expenses in attempting to get her off
500"
$5000
"From which deducted estimated value"
"Of rigging be saved from this vessel 850"
"$4150"
"Misters Strong and Hunt respectfully request that this
amount may be paid to them out of the appropriation for Fort
Livingston Grand Terre Louisiana."
"In submitting this claim to the consideration of the department I would beg leave to recommend it's adjustment on their
terms, above stated, in order that Misters Strong and Hunt may be
compensated in part for their loss they have sustained. It is proper to state also, that Misters Strong and Hunt have assured me that
no insurance whatever was effective on this vessel."
"I have the honor to be Sir"
"Very Respectfully Your Obt. Servt."
"Wm.H Chase Capt. Engineers"
"Philadelphia January 9th, 1836"
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